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DISTRIBUTION, ABUNDANCE, AND SEASONALITY

The great blue heron is fairly common all year throughout most of California, in shallow
estuaries and fresh and saline emergent wetlands. Less common along riverine and rocky
marine shores, in croplands, pastures, and in mountains above foothills. Common July to
October in salt ponds where fish are numerous (Cogswell 1977). Locally common near
rookeries February to June or July. Few rookeries are found in southern California, but many
are scattered throughout northern California; knowledge of their locations is incomplete
(Mallette 1972, Belluomini 1978, Garrett and Dunn 1981).

SPECIFIC HABITAT REQUIREMENTS

Feeding: Nearly 75% of the diet is fish, mostly species not sought by humans (Cogswell
1977); also eats small rodents, amphibians, snakes, lizards, insects, crustaceans, and
occasionally small birds. Stands motionless, or walks slowly, when searching for prey in
shallow water (less than 30 cm; 12 in) or, less commonly, in open fields. In a pond in Florida,
fed mostly in open water rather than among emergent vegetation (Kushlan 1976b). Grasps
prey in bill, rarely impaling. Parents regurgitate food for nestlings.

Cover: Perches and roosts in secluded tall trees. Also perches on kelp beds offshore.

Reproduction: Usually nests in colonies in tops of secluded large snags or live trees,
usually among the tallest available; rarely nests on ground, rock ledges, sea cliffs, mats of
tules, or shrubs. Colonies should be protected from human disturbances, which often cause
nest desertion (Ives 1972, Gould 1974, Jackman and Scott 1975).

Water: No additional information found.

Pattern: For nesting, prefers secluded groves of tall trees near shallow-water feeding
areas, but feeding area may be up to 16 km (10 mi) distant (Krebs 1974).

SPECIES LIFE HISTORY

Activity Patterns: Active yearlong, feeding both night and day, but most active around
dawn and dusk (Terres 1980).

Seasonal Movements/Migration: In June or July, after breeding, disperses from nesting
colonies to outlying areas, but there is little regular migration (Gill and Mewaldt 1979); many
depart from northeastern California and east of the Sierra Nevada in winter.

Home Range: In British Columbia, breeders flew up to 16 km (10 mi) from nest (Krebs
1974).



Territory: Breeding territory includes only the nest and immediate surroundings (Cottrille
and Cottrille 1958, Mock 1976). Nests in Marin Co. were spread as far apart as sitting birds
could reach (Pratt 1970). Feeding territories may be defended (Palmer 1962, Krebs 1974,
Kushlan 1976b), particularly in the nonbreeding season.

Reproduction: Usually arrives on breeding grounds in February. Courtship and
nest-building begin shortly thereafter, and eggs are laid in late February or March.
Monogamous, and usually nests in colonies, sometimes with 5 or more pairs, but often fewer;
and occasionally nests solitarily. Clutch size 1-8, but usually 3-4. Single brooded. Incubation
lasts about 28 days. Semi-altricial, downy young are cared for by both parents. Young may
fly by 7 wk, but still return to the nest for 2-3 wk, and may be fed by parents until 11 wk old
(Pratt 1970). In Marin and Humboldt cos., most fledglings left nests in June and July, but
some left as late as September (Pratt 1970, Ives 1972). At high elevations, breeding
phenology may be delayed a month, or more. Reportedly breeds first at 2yr.

Niche: In California, often nests in mixed colonies with great egrets. Old nests sometimes
reused by great horned owls, long-eared owls, and other birds. In a Placer Co. breeding
colony, the only avian predator apparently was the goiden eagle; other large raptors and
corvids were ignored (Wilburn 1971). Sensitive to human disturbance near nests, and
probably to pesticides and herbicides in nesting and foraging areas (Jackman and Scott
1975). Populations in California increased between 1970 and 1978 (Belluomini 1978).
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